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Introduction
There have been many discussions about which "English" we should teach to non-
English speaking learners of the language: native Englishes, World Englishes, or English as
an international auxiliary language (Suzuki, 1999). These endeavors to define the target
language are clearly important because teachers need to know what they teach. At the same
time, it is also essential for teachers to know who we are teaching to, in other words, to bet-
ter understand and define the target learners. Through this, we should be able to make the
most of the methodologies on second/foreign language teaching and acquisition our fore-
runners have accumulated: the audiolingual method, the communicative approach, error
analysis, interlanguage analysis, acquisition order, and the processability theory to name a
few. We have also seen very interesting developments in cognitive and brain sciences.
We would be able to think of innumerable attributes in understanding and defining the
target learners: from objective attributes such as age, school grade, scores on standardized
exams such as TOEFL and TOEIC, native language, and gender to more subjective attrib-
utes such as the learners' English learning history, emotions and attitudes toward the lan-
guage. If there are any negative emotions and attitudes, we have to deal with them before
deciding on a teaching approach or approaches in order to maximize teaching effectiveness.
As Krashen points out in his affective filter hypothesis, learners' emotions and attitudes to-
ward English affect the language learning process. Negative emotions and attitudes form a
"mental block," which hampers the learners' capacity to learn the language. (Krashen, 1977)
Purpose of Survey
Many university instructors who teach English to both English major students and
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non-English major students realize there is a huge difference between the attitude of English
majors and that of non-English majors toward English. When asked if they like English, it
is often observed that a large majority of students in an English class in a non-English de-
partment answer "no," whereas all English major students most definitely answer "yes."
There are a large number of non-English major students who bluntly say they are taking the
English class merely because it is required, and they would not take it otherwise. On the
other hand, it is not unusual to see an English major student take a one-year leave from uni-
versity to study abroad in order to improve his/her English skills. The differences between
the two groups of students are so striking that it almost seems as if, except for a rather small
group of students who like English enough to major in it at universities, everyone dislikes
English.
Such an observation has led us to conduct research on non-English major university
students. And for this study, we decided to focus on emotions and attitudes toward the lan-
guage because while motivation is a key factor in language acquisition (Gardner, 1991),
motivating students in something they do not like could be more than challenging.
Moreover, knowing what caused the students to dislike English may well help us more suc-
cessfully offer interesting and effective teaching contents and motivate them to study
English. Since people usually do not hold a negative feeling toward something they hardly
know about, it is very unlikely that many of those students who do not like English did not
like it before they started studying it. So with an assumption that many of them have had
certain experiences that created negative attitudes toward English, the main objective of this
survey was to find out how and when those students started developing the negative atti-
tudes. For this purpose, a total of 157 non-English major university students were surveyed
in June and July of 2012. They are 98 first year students and 59 second year students en-
rolled in required general education English classes, 90% of which are male,
Survey Questions
The participants were asked the following eight multiple-choice questions and one
open-ended question in Japanese on an anonymous questionnaire. The multiple-choice ques-
tions are followed by the choices the participants were given.
Q1: Do you want to be able to use English?
[ Strong yes, Sort of yes, Not really, Not at all ]
Q2: What do you want to be able to do using English?
[ Daily Conversation, Study Abroad, Business Conversation, Business Writing,
Business Reading, Enjoy Music /Movies, Reading Books, Watching News, Surfing
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Internet ]
Q3: Do you like English?
[ Yes, Sort of yes, Not really, No ]
Q4: ( Question for the participants who say they do not like English )
a. Did you come to dislike English before or after you started studying it?
[ Before studying English, After studying English ]
b. When did you start studying English?
[ In Junior High School, Before Junior High School: Specify ( ) ]
c. When and why did you come to dislike English?
Q5: Are you good or bad at English?
[ Good, Sort of Good, Sort of Bad, Bad ]
Q6: What aspect of English do you find most difficult?
[ Grammar, Pronunciation, Listening, Speaking, Writing, Reading, Other ]
Q7: Do you ever envy Japanese young people who speak English?
[ Often, Sometimes, Seldom, Never ]
Survey Data and Analysis
The results for each question are listed as follows.
Q1: Do you want to be able to use English?
A great majority of students have positive attitudes: almost 90 percent of them want to
be able to use English (Figure 1). Of course how much time they are willing to spend or
whether they are ready to commit themselves to studying English is another issue, but ex-
cept for a small group of students, they at least have interest in acquiring English skills,
which is a very positive result.
Q2: What do you want to be able to do using English?
As can be seen from the graph below (Figure 2), most students want to acquire English
Understanding Students: Language Attitudes among Non-English Majors at University
107
Figure 1: Do you want to be able to use English?
skills to be able to handle daily conversation, which is not a surprise, but what is clearly no-
ticeable is that many of them want to be able to use English in business rather than in their
private life. Based on classroom interactions with students, our impression was that students
did not have such specific reasons to study English, but in reality a large number of them
said they would want to use the language at work. These results are significant because they
suggest the respondents have reasons to push themselves to improve their English skills to
achieve their goals. The students with specific goals are less likely to give up studying
English even when they experience much struggle. While other reasons for learning English
such as mastery of daily conversation and netsurfing in English create general attention to
English as the target language, these more specific reasons can create more specific or selec-
tive focused attention on learners' side (Oishi, 2003). This would help teachers design
courses and plan teaching.
Another thing worth consideration is the number of items that students chose when an-
swering this question. The average of all the respondents is 2.28. However, when they are di-
vided into two groups according to their answers to Question 1, the 83 respondents who
strongly wish to be able to use English chose 2.7 items on an average, whereas the 56 respon-
dents who kind of wish to be able to use English chose 2.0 items. This means the students
who have more reasons to acquire English skills have a stronger desire to do so, and we
might be able to lead them to have a stronger desire to improve their English skills by mak-
ing them aware of the kind of things advanced English skills empower them to do.
Q3: Do you like English?
Although a great majority of respondents in the previous question answered they want
to be able to use English, only slightly more than one-third of respondents said they liked
English, and the rest, 100 participants said they did not like English. Their dislike of
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Figure 2: What do you want to be able to do using English?
Multiple answers from respondents who said they wanted to be able to use English
English, a negative feeling toward the language, is a problem because they could form a
mental block (Krashen, 2003).
Q4a: Did you come to dislike English before or after you started studying it?
As expected, a huge majority, 95 out of the 100 respondents who said they disliked
English said they came to dislike it after they had started studying it. However, five percent
of the respondents somehow did not like English even before they knew much about it.
Q4b: When did you start studying English?
Among the 100 participants, while one of them started studying English before elemen-
tary school and 14 of them started in elementary school, 85 percent of the participants
started studying English in junior high school.
Q4c: When and why did you come to dislike English?
More than 90 percent of the participants who said they disliked English said they came
to dislike it after they had started studying it in junior high school but before they had en-
tered university, and almost an equal number of them came to dislike it respectively in jun-
ior high school and high school (Figure 4). That is, close to 60 percent of all the
participants of this research came to their first university English classes with negative feel-
ings toward English. University English instructors will have to squarely face this fact. The
common reasons they cited as to why they came to dislike English are: "Too difficult,"
"Couldn't understand," "Grammar," and "Difficult vocabulary," which represent about 50
percent of all the reasons that were cited. And all those four reasons seem to point to the
same cause: Students did not think they understood English, or English just did not make
sense. According to Yamadori (2002), what students learn makes sense to them when they
have the whole picture, when it is organized, when they see logics, when they see spatial re-
lations, or when they see its mechanisms working. It seems very difficult that a language sat-
isfies any of these conditions. Particularly for Japanese students, English can be very
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Figure 3: Do you like English?
difficult to make sense of because its structure is quite different from that of the Japanese
language. Communication in English requires sociolinguistic skills very different from
Japanese, which would further burden Japanese students in understanding and using the
language in an adequate manner. It is ironically symbolic that grammar, with vocabulary,
was pointed out as one of the major reasons that made students dislike English. This is
"symbolic" because many respondents came to dislike English after studying its grammar for
years. It is "ironic" because it is widely known the Japanese secondary education focuses so
much on English grammar.
Q5: Are you good or bad at English?
Surprisingly, no one answered "Good," and only 12 percent of them answered "Sort of
Good." About half of the rest answered "Sort of Bad," and the other half answered "Bad."
(Figure 5)
However, when the results are divided into two groups according to their responses to
Question 3 (Do you like English?) the distribution of answers to Question 5 becomes quite
different. (Figure 6) 70 percent of the students who like English think they are not good at
English, and 99 percent of the students who do not like English think they are not good at
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Figure 4: When did you come to dislike English?
Answers from 100 participants who said they disliked English
Figure 5: Are you good or bad at English? [1]
English. It is a quite a shock to know more than two-third of students who like English do
not have confidence in it, but what is more significant is that most students who do not like
English do not have confidence in it. Giving them some confidence might be the key to
make them like English more.
Furthermore, when we focus on the students who do not like English and divide them
into a group that said they "sort of dislike" English and another group that said they "dis-
like" English, the difference becomes even clearer. (Figure 7) The less confidence the stu-
dents have in English, the more they dislike it. They came to dislike English probably
because they struggled so much in studying it without a sense of success, which diminished
their confidence.
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Figure 6: Are you good or bad at English? [2]
57 participants who said they
liked English
100 participants who said
they didn't like English
Figure 7: Are you good or bad at English? [3]
66 participants who said they
sort of disliked English
34 participants who said they
disliked English
Q6: What aspect of English do you find most difficult?
The number of students who answered "Grammar" stands out with all the rest falling
less than half of it except for "Listening", which received slightly more than half of the votes
"Grammar" received. (Figure 8)
The education guidelines (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology, 2009) prescribed by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science &
Technology (MEXT) for junior high school and high school have tried to encourage stu-
dents to learn communication skills or listening, reading, speaking and writing skills, includ-
ing expressing what students think in English. However, the respondents pointed out
grammar was the most difficult aspect of the language, followed by listening, speaking, writ-
ing and reading. It would be as if they found baseball rules more difficult than playing base-
ball itself, throwing a ball, hitting a ball, catching a ball and running. Were the English
grammatical rules too difficult for them to follow? When students learn a second language,
they use an interlanguage, instead of strictly following grammatical rules (Selinker, 1972).
They establish their own unique sets of rules for the target, which are different from the tar-
get language's grammar to allow the language to make sense according to their own rules
(Tarone, 1988). It seems that junior high school and high school education of English had
not allowed the students to form these unique sets of rules, which may have discouraged
them to feel English made sense. The students may have been led to believe English is eve-
rything about mastering all the language's grammatical rules. If they think they need to
know all the grammatical rules they learned, not having confidence in grammatical knowl-
edge can form a mental block, which would interrupt intake of information related to the
language (Krashen, 2003).
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Figure 8: What aspect of English do you find most difficult?
Answers from participants who said they were not good at English
Q7: Do you ever envy Japanese young people who speak English?
Although the extent they do so varies, most students reported feelings of envy for some-
one who spoke the language, and only four percent of the respondents said they never do.
(Figure 9) This is positive in a sense since it tells us the students at least have a desire to be
able to speak English. However, it should not be forgotten that people often envy someone
when they feel they cannot be as successful or achieved as the person. This preconception
can form another mental block, feeling inept and lacking attention to what they are learn-
ing. To minimize such risk, students should be made aware of what they can do through and
after studying the language, so that they do not merely end up envying and being jealous of
someone without making any effort to become a successful English learner.
Conclusion
Most respondents wanted to use English. They were more job-oriented when it came to
why they study the language, which should be reflected in course designing and class plan-
ning. At the same time, a great majority of the students did not think they are good at
English. They did not think English made sense. Grammar and vocabulary were particu-
larly incomprehensible for them. Based on interlanguage theory, it would have been much
more preferable if they had been encouraged to establish their own sets of rules than to mas-
ter the original grammar. The use of interlanguage should have been promoted more, and
the respondents now in university should be encouraged to go through the cycle of establish-
ing and reestablishing their unique sets of rules of the language and to use the interlanguage
based on the rules variable from one learning step to another. What we can do as university
English instructors is to encourage our students to ignore mistakes and move on in listening,
speaking, reading and writing without losing attention.
One thing we university English instructors can do to improve non-English major stu-
dents' attitude towards English is to try giving them confidence in English in various ways.
For example, we can positively evaluate students' attempts to write their feelings and
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Figure 9: Do you ever envy Japanese young people who speak English?
thoughts in English in quizzes and exams by giving bonus points to the extent that the feel-
ing and thoughts would somehow make sense to a native speaker however imperfect what
is written is in terms of grammar, vocabulary and context. Or we can have students summa-
rize a difficult passage in order to get them to focus on what is more important. A summa-
rization task is good training for students who cannot properly find important messages in
reading materials. This type of tasks at least allows students to get accustomed to ignoring
some part of the passage without stopping every time they come to what does not make
sense. We would like to continue to monitor the effects of this type of approach and tasks
and come up with quantitative results of our efforts in the near future.
Interlanguage analysis was preceded by error analysis. Interlanguage analysis focuses
on a positive aspect of the learning process, not errors. Likewise, it may be time we focused
more on what students have already acquired, however imperfect it is, rather than counting
the errors and mistakes they produce. We would hope to research more approaches that pro-
mote the use of interlanguage by students.
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